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Tagline: Not all voices are permitted, not all innocence is spared, and some burdens must be carried in secret.
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Some songs don’t just play — they pull you back.

Dedication:

For my wife — my truest friend, my constant witness, the one who has never let me walk alone.

For those who hear the static and listen anyway.
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Chapter One — Memory of Screeching Tires
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The road was too narrow for speed. Tires bit gravel, then skidded sideways, dragging dust into the summer air. The wheel jerked hard, hands too small to hold it steady. A voice shouted a name — sharp, frightened, swallowed by the rush.

The car lurched. Metal screamed. A cane clattered across the pavement, struck by the bumper before vanishing from view. A body staggered, folding against the hood with a sickening weight.

“Move!” A boy’s voice, frantic, desperate. The driver’s seat emptied in a scramble of limbs. Another body shoved in, heavier, stronger, slamming the wheel straight. His foot stamped the pedal, the engine roared, and the car jolted forward in a ragged escape.

Breathless silence followed in the dust’s wake, broken only by the echo of impact and the distant bark of a dog that had seen it all.

The boy’s knuckles whitened on the wheel. His jaw locked. He didn’t look back.

Cal woke to the soft hiss of morning sliding through lace. Light threaded the curtains in thin seams, warm where it touched his cheek, cold where it abandoned him to the shadowed half of the room. He lay still and watched the dust float—lazy constellations drifting above the quilt his grandfather had always called “good enough to keep.” It smelled faintly of cedar and something older, a ghost of coffee sunk deep into the boards, as if the house itself had learned to breathe in two notes: wood and caffeine.

For a beat and then another, he clung to the sensible explanation. It had been a dream. The radio, the music that caught the back of his throat, the disorienting swing of a world folding in and out like pages turned too quickly—it had to be the mind’s way of clearing out the attic. Dreams were housekeeping. That was the line he’d always fed himself.

Except his chest felt as if he’d carried something back over a threshold he wasn’t supposed to cross. Not pain, exactly. Weight. A borrowed sorrow settling, as if a person had tried to speak through him during the night and then left, forgetting to take their grief.

He sat up. The mattress springs gave a tired protest. A sliver of mirror on the dresser returned a version of his face he half-recognized: hair crooked from sleep, a crease on his cheek like a map line. He ran his fingers along the dresser’s edge and felt the familiar nicks from years of keys and coins and rings. The grooves were as reliable as any calendar.

If it was just a dream, why did the room seem to be waiting for what came next?

He pushed his feet into the cool welcome of the floorboards and listened. Houses spoke if you let them. This one liked to clear its throat—pipes settling, a far vent sighing, the small articulation of wood and nail remembering how to be still after a night of expanding and shrinking with the weather. Down the hall, the guest-room door stuck the same way it always did, a gentle shove required, and then he was in the dim corridor lined with frames. Family pictures. He didn’t look directly at any of them. Not yet.
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